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1. The location of the inscription: 


This inscription was carved on a marble slab, measuring around | m7”. It was 
attached on the face of one of the buttresses of the belfry, facing east, to the 
left of the door of the Church of Resurrection, below the terrasse of the Greek 


convent (Fig. 2, red line). 


The inscription was removed from its location before 1894, but a stamping 
was made of it. Max Van Berchem took a photograph of the stamping (Fig. 


1)', but was not able to find the original marble slab’. 


' Van Berchem, Matériaux, pp. 377-378, pl. LXXXIX. 
? Van Berchem, Matériaux, note 2, p. 378. 


2. The inscribed text: 


2.1. Text: 


4b g Sle alll odbel tell GEV SUM gle sobelh ML tl VG ppd eae! tll al ee [1] 
Ais lb Vg BAY 5 Cong adledl 5 nS lila 9 bel Olay dele Iya Y ol [2] ape 5 oisil g 
BL ot merge te Vg BL Lee MI byte tie Vg bot 4 oS [3B] oles opel Gyptl) till aaled pd ysro 
obs ab IS 9 ped g oll SLA] ca ySAM ce SLs 5 Oat ye uaylgll WI ale BY 5 07 ele BY 5 
ae pgell G2 ae cee te g dallen We Vg Dole Sled pe ope Onl pole op EUS pS pete ptt ey 
SUL aS y Olas tLe 5 pale Vy pabige Wael eae Vy le shu al pens ey [5] eee ol es 
S recyles ct ais g pbale Wyle le pelt y Lendl GLO] oy pSib SeV Corgll ce ell g pg I) ablb os 
9g Oa) ol palél ue [7] pede CH GY) Gt ay ll g atl) aia tI bay d cpe tty Le de Me 5 
ryt agen dl We QU Iglle 9 GUL: pb otal add laye 9 Ode 9 lige pate Ol 9 cpabedio 9 aed fal 
5 ay! PLA Bye Sule 550 US pred g aaledll Oly Gall 9 aly EUS cd Geis Ol yg ee WU [8] 
adil) ABI cal acid 9 SII Cals [9] wp de nill fof te pede abe All g spall f dle opal 
A) add aS a Ce Cay tl LL peel tla 5 Ola! Ge cgi hl aoa cuecde AUS ob een’ 
ody Al LLl 9 aslaned 9 ophe aud aie al tl atl alll ge ce aol SUM ppl arly [10] anke 5 ts 


oebe: gi Yop dle Ll 5 Lee 


2.2. Translation: 


[1] In the name of God the merciful. The edict through the Sayfite, Ashrafite, 
royal, sultanian, lordly, high and noble order (my God raise it, honor it, make 


it current and make it run!) [2] is: 


1, not to force the group of Jacobite and Melchite Christian monks and 
nuns to pay an obligation or a toll or an injustice when they enter 
Qumama of the Noble Quds, in the same manner as the monks [3] of 
the Georgians and the Abyssinians, not even when they enter the port 
of Jaffa and when they exit Jaffa, not even in the town of Gaza and in 
Ramleh of Lydda — those mentioned monks and nuns who arrive [4] by 
land and sea and from any region to visit Bayt al-Maqdis —, the decision 
of this being continuous from previous years without inventing a 
novelty or renewing an injustice while forbidding those who oppose 
them because of that or in their kimitir [5] which is their cemetery in 
which they are buried, and no one shall oppose their dead and their 


porter; 


2, and to exempt the monks and nuns of the group of the Romans and 
the Copts from the obligation in the mentioned districts [6] during the 
bast and the feast following their usual custom and to forbid those who 


oppose them in that, 


based on the previous noble murabba‘as which are in their hands and on the 
noble Ashrafite murabba‘a which is in their hands, [7] after having reported 
that they are monks, dhimmis and recluses, and that noble ‘uhdas, sijills and 


murabba ‘as are in their hands witnessing that for them. They demanded to 


write this noble edict [8] about all that, to carve its explanation on a marble 
and to attach it to the door of Qumama, so that it may become a monument to 
the equity of our Lord the Honorable Place (may his victory be powerful!) 
through the passing of eons and days, as a charity to them, after the standing 
of priest Sophronius [9] the Melchite monk and his companions at the 
Honorable Places. Therefore, that was ordered for them, according to the 
submitted petition about the monks and nuns which was accompanied by the 
noble handwriting and following the noble order (may God honor it and 
magnify it!). [10] In the date of the 9™ blessed day of the month of God 
Muharram the sanctified, in the year nineteen and nine hundred. And thanks 
to God, him alone, while praying on and saluting the Prophet after whom there 


is no prophet. 


2.3. Summary: 


Priest Sophronius the Melchite monk and his companions stood in the 
presence of the Sultan. They reported that they were dhimmi monks and 
recluses and that they held ‘uwhdas, sijills and murabba‘as attesting the 
previous favors of the sultans to them. They demanded from the Sultan to 
order an edict confirming these favors and to carve it on a marble which shall 
be attached to the door of the Church of Resurrection. The Sultan put his 
handwriting on the petition of the monks and nuns and ordered this edict in 9 


Muharram 919 (March 1513). 


The favors confirmed by the Sultan to the Melchite Roman and Jacobite Copt 


monks and nuns were the following: 
1) They shall not be forced to pay an obligation, a toll or an injustice: 


a) when they enter the Church of Resurrection of Jerusalem, in 
the same manner as the monks of the Georgians and the 


Abyssinians, 
b) when they enter and exit the port of Jaffa, 
c) in Gaza and Ramleh, 


— whether they arrive by land or by sea from any region to visit 
Jerusalem. This decision is continuous from previous years. No novelty 
or injustice shall be created. It is forbidden to oppose them on the 
pretext of these taxes or to oppose them in their cemetery; no one shall 


oppose their dead and their porter. 


2) They shall be exempt from the obligation during the bast and the 
feast in the aforementioned districts following their usual custom. It is 


forbidden to oppose them on the pretext of the obligation. 


2.4. Commentary: 


[1] 


the edict — al-marstmu a+: 


This is the usual word indicating the edicts of the Mamluk Sultans. 
x Sayfite — al-sayfiyyu .4.\, Ashrafite — al-aSsrafiyyu 3,2%\ : 
These relative adjectives are derived from two surnames of the Sultan. 
Sultan Qansu’s full name was: al-Asraf Sayf al-Din Qansih al-Gawri 
[2] 
» the group of Jacobite and Melchite Christian monks and nuns — jamd ‘ata 
T-ruhbani ’l-Nasara wa ’l-rahbaniyyati ’l-Malkiyyina wa ’l-Ya‘dqibati +s\~ 
adledl 9 CSU oiled 4 yledl Ola! : 


jama ‘atun means “collection, group”. It can be a collection of anything: 


humans, animals or objects. 


The edict was issued as a favor to these two groups only. In line 5, these 
same are mentioned as “the monks and nuns of the group of the Romans 


and the Copts”’. 


x an obligation — bi mijabin —>3« : 


mujabun means “obliged, obligation” (passive participle of awjaba). 


This word refers to any obligatory tax. 


Van Berchem read it wrongly as majibun “obliging” (active participle 


of awjaba). 
XX atoll — bi xafarin 4 : 

Tolls were paid at certain places to secure free passage. 
X< an injustice — bi zulmin Le : 

Any innovated unlawful tax. 


 Qumama of the Noble Quds — Qumamata ’l-Qudsi ’1-Sarifi 4.,25\ -si) uL3 


The Church of Resurrection of Jerusalem. 
[3-4] 
>< in the same manner as the monks of the Georgians and the Abyssinians — 


uswata ruhbani ’I-Kurji wa ’l-Hubusi 354\ 5 7M) ole og! : 


Van Berchem read it wrongly as uswatan ruhbanu “de méme les 
religieux”, then he concluded that the Georgian and Abyssinian monks 


were included in this edict. 
[4] 


x Bayt al-Maqdis — Bayti ‘l-Maqdisi -si\ 2 : 


Jerusalem. 
in their kimitir — fi kimitirihim pases 3 : 


This adverbial phrase is a modifier of “those who oppose them”. 


kimitir means “cemetery”, from the Greek Koiwntiptov. 
[5] 


XX to exempt — musadmahatu 2 : 


The sentence “to exempt (...)” 1s a complement of the sentence “the 


edict (...)” (lines 1, 2). 


of the group of the Romans and the Copts — ¢a@’ifati ’‘l-Rimi wa ’l-Qubti 


awl 4 aay aulb: 


ta ifatun is equivalent to jamd ‘atun “collection, group” and, like it, can 


be a collection of anything: humans, animals or objects. 


The Melchite and Jacobite monks and nuns are here called by their non- 
sectarian ethnonyms: the Romans and the Copts. Van Berchem wrongly 
concluded that here the Romans (or Greeks) are different from the 
Melchites and that the Copts are different from the Jacobites. His 
misunderstanding and wrong conclusions led him to further problems 


in understanding the text. 
[6] 


* during the bast and the feast — ft ‘I-basti wa ‘l-mawsimi sh) 5 2—s\ 3: 


The meaning of mawsimun is (1) “gathering of persons” and (2) “place 


of gathering’’. Here, it means “feast”. 


3 “Je néglige les problémes soulevés par cette clause.” (Van Berchem, Matériaux, note 4, 
p. 396). 


The meaning of bastun is not clear. Van Berchem’s translation of it as 


“the rest of the year” is wrong, because bastu 4... must be followed by 
al-sanati «| in order to have this exact meaning, otherwise it is not 
precise. 


In the spoken Arabic languages of Egypt and Sham of that time and of 
today, the word bast means “joy”. This may be the meaning here since 
it is joined with “feast”. However, this specific meaning needs further 


proofs to confirm it. 
x noble murabba ‘as — al-murabba ‘ati ‘l-Sarifati +425) clei: 
A noble murabba‘a is an edict of the Sultan. It is called murabba ‘tun 


“squared” because the paper, on which the edict is written, is in the 


form of a square.‘ 

[7] 

x ‘uhdas — ‘uhdatun o\s45 : 
‘uhdatun means “safety”. By metonymy, a document assuring safety 
is called a ‘uhda. 


Xx siills — sijillatun Ye : 


4 Al-QalqaSandt, Subhu ‘I-a ‘3, vol. 8, p. 123, vol. 13, p. 155. 
> Ants $gzily Ageliy “the ‘ahdu and the ‘uhdatu are the same”, 223) 23% SUM) aga 38 S65 “Samir 


said: the ‘ahdu is the safety, and so is the dimmatu’’, Ibn Manzir, Lisdnu ’I- ‘Arabi, +4. 


The Sijills were the edicts of Fatimid Caliphs during the Fatimid 
period.® Such Fatimid sijills given to the monks of Mount Sinai are still 


preserved in the Monastery of Mount Sinai. 
[8] 


» the Honorable Place — al-maqdami ’l-Sarifi :,2\ eal : 


The Sultan himself, by metonymy. 

x the standing — tamattuli \ : 
The verb tamattala “he made himself to stand” is the reflexive causative 
of matula, matala “to stand’. 


Van Berchem wrongly explained tamattuli as “raconteur d’aprés 


quelqu’un’”, following Dozy’s Supplément.' 


The correct meaning here is that Sophronius and his companions stood 


in the presence of the Sultan. 
» Sophronius — Sufriinisa i540 : 
The transcription of the Greek name into Arabic indicates that it was 


pronounced Sofrénis Xoppavys following the spoken Greek languages 


of the time. 
[9] 


» his companions — rufgatihi «3%, : 


6 Al-QalgaSsandi, Subhu ’l-a ‘sa, vol. 10, p. 308. 
7 Van Berchem, Matériaux, note 2, p. 383. 


Van Berchem wrongly read «i, as «x). 


The context of the edict implies that some of the companions of 
Sophronius were Jacobite Copts, because the edict was given to them 


too. 


% the Honorable Places — al-mawagqifi 'l-Sarifati +i:,25) Gi\,\\ : 


The Sultan himself, by metonymy. 


3. The errors of Max Van Berchem in the reading and understanding of 


the text: 


Besides his errors exposed in section 2.4, Van Berchem made the following 


erroneous conclusions: 

1) He concluded that the edict was given to six groups: 
1, the Melchites, 
2, the Jacobites, 
3, the Georgians, 
4, the Abyssinians, 
5, the Romans, 
6, the Copts. 

The truth is that the edict was given to two groups only: 
1, the Melchite Romans, 
2, the Jacobite Copts. 


2) He ordered the privileges given to the monks in the following 


manner:® 


1, The Melchites and Jacobites are exempted from obligations, 


tolls and injustices when they enter the church of Resurrection. 


8 Van Berchem, Matériaux, pp. 393-397. 


2, The Georgians and Abyssinians are exempted from 
obligations, tolls and injustices when they enter the church of 


Resurrection and when they pass by Jaffa, Gaza and Ramleh. 


3, The Melchites, Jacobites, Georgians and Abyssinians are 
given protection in their cemeteries. Here, Van Berchem 


neglected the problems which were the result of his misreading.’ 


4, The Greeks and Copts are exempted from obligations at the 


aforementioned places during feasts. 


The truth is that these privileges, given to both the Melchite Romans 


and the Jacobite Copts, were the following (cf. section 2.3): 
1, Exemption from obligations, tolls or injustices: 


a) when they enter the Church of Resurrection of 
Jerusalem (in the same manner as the monks of the 


Georgians and the Abyssinians), 
b) when they enter and exit the port of Jaffa, 
c) in Gaza and Ramleh. 


2, Forbidding anyone from opposing their dead and their porter 


in their cemetery. 


3, Exemption from obligations during feasts in_ the 


aforementioned districts. 


° “Je néglige les problémes soulevés par cette clause.” (Van Berchem, Matériaux, note 4, 
p. 396). 


The causes of these errors are the following: 
1) He misread #54! 5 (SN) ols os! as uswatan ruhbanu 'I-Kurji wa 'l- 


Aubisi “de méme les religieux géorgiens et abyssins” instead of uswata 
ruhbani ’l-Kurji wa ’l-Hubiusi “in the same manner as the monks of the 
Georgians and the Abyssinians”. The phrase uswatan ruhbanu ’I-Kurji 
wa ‘l-Hubusi is incorrect in Arabic. Based on this misreading, he 
concluded that the Georgians and Abyssinians were included in the 


edict. 


2) His preconception was that the Melchites are different from the 
Romans and that the Jacobites are different from the Copts.'? He 
understood Melchites to mean the native Orthodox of the Sham, and 
Jacobites to mean the Jacobite Syrians. Consequently, he concluded 
that only the Georgians and the Abyssinians were exempt from taxes 
when they passed by Jaffa, Gaza and Ramleh because the Melchites and 
the Jacobites were the natives of the land. The truth is that the edict 
exempted the Melchite Romans who came from the rest of the Sham, 
Egypt, Mount Sinai, Cyprus, Greece and Ottoman lands by land or by 
sea as well as the Jacobite Copts who came from Egypt by land or by 


sea.!! 


3) He was misled by the use of two different names for each people in 
the edict. The truth is that the Copts are called first Jacobites then Copts 


and that the Romans are called first Melchites then Romans. 


'0 Further, in note 1 (p. 394) he shows his uncertainties about the meaning of the name 
Melchites. 

'! “those mentioned monks and nuns who arrive by land and sea and from any region to 
visit Bayt al-Maqdis” (lines 3-4). 


4. Ethnological commentary: 


4.1. The Jacobite Copts: 


In Egypt during this period, according to the common usage, the name 
Jacobites referred to the Copts, while the Jacobite Syrians were referred to as 
the Syrians plainly. The following is an example from Al-Mawa ‘iz of Al- 


Magqrizi demonstrating this usage: 


OV pate gg dew La 9% ope Opel Olay be  asled ty OT (GLarg > eljb 29) 


A monastery near the monastery of Bubshay: It was in the hands of the 
Jacobites, then the monks of the Syrians owned it since around 300 years 


ago, and it is in their hands now.” 


The edict of Qansu followed this usage: first it called them Jacobites then it 


called them Copts. 


The Copt monks came from Egypt, by land or by sea, passed through Jaffa, 


Gaza and Ramleh, then visited Jerusalem. 


2 Al-Maagrizi, Al-mawa ‘izu, vol. 2, p. 509. 


4.2. The Melchite Romans: 


In Egypt and the Sham during this period, according to the common usage, 
the name Melchites was restricted to the Romans, whether they were from 
Egypt and the Sham or from Cyprus, Greece and Ottoman lands, while the 
Georgians and other peoples of the same doctrine were not called Melchites.'° 
This usage is evident from the edict itself: first it called them Melchites then 


it called them Romans. 


The Roman monks came from Egypt, Mount Sinai, the Sham, Cyprus, 
Ottoman lands and Greece, by land or by sea, passed through Jaffa, Gaza and 


Ramleh, then visited Jerusalem. 


The native land of priest Sophronius the Melchite, who beseeched this edict 
from the Sultan, is unknown. There is no evidence that he was Shamite or 


Egyptian only. 


'3 Hourani, Origin, section 2. 


Figure I 


Photograph of the stamping of the inscription, Van Berchem, Matériaux, pl. LXXXIX. 


(From Thesaurus d'Epigraphie Islamique) 


Figure 2 


The door of the Church of Resurrection. 
The buttress of the belfry is to the left. 
The red line over the buttress indicates the original location of the inscription. 


(From Wikipedia) 


